. This paper describes three new riverside associations with no alder trees growing mainly along the middle and high altitude watercourses of the river basins located at the western end of the Cantabrian coast. Valeriano pyrenaicae-Fraxinetum excelsioris includes riverside mesoforests dominated by a combination of tree-like species (Fraxinus excelsior, Acer pseudoplatanus, Ulmus glabra, Quercus robur, Corylus avellana, Salix atrocinerea) which colonize the middle altitude watercourses of the rivers flowing into the Cantabrian Sea and the northern half of the Artabrian Gulf. Hyperico androsaemi-Coryletum avellanae comprises hazel and grey willow microforests associated with small tributaries and the high areas of the river basins within the thermo-and mesotemperate thermotypes of the territory. Finally, Violo palustrisBetuletum pubescentis is a tree association related to rivers flowing through the high mesotemperate and supratemperate areas of the northern ranges of Galicia and the Sierra de la Bobia in Asturias, continuing into the NW end of the Miño River basin. The above-mentioned forest types are all included in the 91E0* habitats of Appendix I of the Directive 92/43/EEC and are the habitat of a number of plant species of special interest for regional, Spanish and EU preservation policies.
INTRODUCTION
A substantial part of the forests growing along the river watercourses of the Atlantic area of the extreme northwest of the Iberian Peninsula are dominated by alder trees (Alnus glutinosa Gaertn.). Four phytosociological forest associations dominated by this species have so far been described as growing in this ecological environment (AMIGO & al., 1987; ROMERO BUJÁN, 1993 ; DÍAZ GONZÁ-LAZAROA 31: 9-37. 2010
LEZ & FERNÁNDEZ PRIETO, 1994; HONRADO & al., 2002) , which is characterized by river flooding in autumn and winter, but with soils remaining fairly well aerated in summer.
However, there are other tree communities present in this biogeographical environment which tend to naturally colonize the river banks and where the above mentioned tree species are usually absent. These include some types of willow forests, a couple of types of birch tree forests and a type of mixed forest often dominated by ash trees (Fraxinus excelsior) (IZCO & al., 1986; DÍAZ GONZÁLEZ & FERNÁNDEZ PRIETO, 1994; Honrado & al., 2003; Amigo, 2006) . These tree formations grow mostly in the Cantabrian Cordillera range (Orocantabric Subprovince sensu RIVAS-MARTÍ- NEZ, 2007) although some are even found in the central and eastern part of the Cantabrian coast (Cantabrian-Atlantic Subprovince) beside river watercourses which are particularly well suited to their development, but not at all suited to alder trees (DÍAZ GONZÁLEZ & FERNÁNDEZ PRIETO, 1994; LOIDI & al., 1997; AMIGO, 2006) (Table 1) .
With regards riverside alder tree forests, the data previously available (Table 1) revealed that the territories at the western end of the Cantabrian coast and of the northern half of the Artabrian Gulf show a particularly high biodiversity rate as compared with other Iberian environments in the northwest. Not only do they include the widespread alder tree forests belonging to the Valeriano pyrenaicae-Alnetum glutinosae association, but also some Galician-Portuguese (Senecioni bayonensis-Alnetum glutinosae subass. fraxinetosum excelsioris) and Ovetense (Hyperico androsaemi-Alnetum glutinosae subass. osmundetosum regalidis) enclaves of alder tree forests towards the western and eastern ends respectively ( AMIGO & al., 1987; DÍAZ GONZÁLEZ & FERNÁNDEZ PRIETO, 1994) . However, there is Table 1 Biogeographical distribution of the riparian forests described in the NW Iberian Peninsula. Acronyms of the biogeographical units. Sectors: G-A: Galician-Asturian; G-P: Galician-Portuguese; Gint: Interior Galician; B-V: Bercian-Valdeorresean; N-A: Narceensian-Ancaresian; G-D: Galician-Duriensian.
Subsectors: Co: Western Cantabrian; O: Ovetensian; F: Fisterranean; RB: Rías Baixas; Ch: Chairego; OL: Ourensian-Lucensian; N: Naviano; UD: Ulloa-Deza; P: Penedense; X: Xuresian; V: Valdeorresean; B: Bercian; Al: Altonarceensian; Om: Omañés; An: Ancaresian; C: Courelian; Q: Queixense; S: Sanabrensian. The asterisks (*) represents the forests type studied. no information on the possible existence of other typologies of riverside forests where the alder tree might be absent. Over the last ten years, our field research in this geographical area has revealed the occurrence of other riverside tree communities where Alnus glutinosa is absent. Some of these communities have been briefly described in a previous paper (RODRÍGUEZ GUITIÁN, 2005) . This current paper aims not only to determine the phytosociological profile of this riverside tree vegetation growing at the western end of Cantabria, but also to assess its role as a suitable habitat for the preservation of vascular plant populations currently under legal protection.
STUDY AREA AND METHODS
This paper concentrates on the area comprising basically the western Cantabrian Subsector (Galician-Asturian Sector, Cantabrian-Atlantic Subprovince, Atlantic European Province, Eurosiberian Region) according to the biogeographical units described for the Iberian NW by RODRÍGUEZ GUI- TIÁN & RAMIL-REGO (2008) . This biogeographical unit coincides largely with the so-called "Northern Galician-Asturian Subsector" of RIVAS-MARTÍNEZ (1987) or the Northern Galician and Northern Asturian districts combined in the mapping published by VÁZQUEZ & DÍAZ (2005) .
Generally speaking, the territory under study is formed by metamorphic and igneous-siliceous rocky outcrops occasionally covered by detrital, non-consolidated sediments which produce soils which are poor in nutrients and frequently quite stony (ÁLVAREZ & DÍAZ-FIERROS, 1995; MACÍAS & CALVO DE ANTA, 1999) . The general orographical profile is a succession of variably oriented ranges with more or less encased valleys and small sedimentary depressions in between (Valdoviño-Narón, San Sadurniño, As Pontes, O Valadouro, valleys of Mondoñedo and Lourenzá, etc.). Nevertheless, this biogeographical unit makes contact to the south with topographically flat or slightly undulating territories (namely, the regions of Teixeiro-Curtis in the province of A Coruña and Terra Chá in the province of Lugo). At the easternmost point of the territory, the southern limit coincides with topographically rugged mountainous areas within the river basins of the Navia and the Narcea (Figure 1 ). Figure 1. -Location of the study area and relevés corresponding to each riparian forest type described in this paper.
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With regards bioclimatology, the thermotemperate belt extends from sea level to an altitude of about 150 m. Above this altitude we find the mesotemperate belt, whose highest level reaches an altitude of 650-800 m (the lower record corresponds to windward and the higher to leeward exposures). At still higher altitudes we find the supratemperate belt (RODRÍGUEZ GUITIÁN, 2005; RODRÍGUEZ GUITIÁN & RAMIL-REGO, 2007) .
In each of the sites we made floristic relevés using the sigmatist phytosociological methods of Zurich-Montpellier (BRAUN- BLANQUET, 1979) . The environmental data recorded included not only hydrological values but also topographical (altitude, slope, exposure) and soil (lithology, soil developmental state) values. The impact of human action was also recorded. With the aid of the thermometric gradients provided by RODRÍGUEZ GUITIÁN (2004) we calculated the Compensated Thermicity Index (CTI) value for each site in order to determine the particular thermotype following the methods proposed by RIVAS-MARTÍNEZ (2007) . The information collected in the field was later checked against the available bibliographical references and is here shown in synthetic tables to enable discussion of the results. For taxonomical purposes we basically followed the suggestions of Flora Iberica (CASTRO- VIEJO & al., 1986 VIEJO & al., -2009 and European Flora (TUTIN & al., 1960 (TUTIN & al., -1980 for vascular plants and BRUGUÉS & al. (2007) , CASAS & al. (2006) and SMITH (1990) for briophytes. Because the distribution of Hedera species is still not well-known in the NW Iberian Peninsula, we maintain the original determinations established by the authors of the references used in the discussion paragraph. Nevertheless following SAHUQUILLO & al. (2001) H. hibernica could be the only taxon of this genus present in the study area. Finally, our syntaxonomical discussion relies heavily on the arrangement of phytosociological units and groups of characteristic species published by RIVAS-MARTÍNEZ & al. (2001 , 2002 .
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
From a physiognomical perspective, the riverside vegetation reveals the occurrence of three clearly distinguishable communities with regards their respective dominant tree-like species (ash, hazel-willow and birch tree forests). This paper concentrates not only on the floristic and structural features of these communities but also on their ecological and phytosociological profiles. The CTI index values reckoned for each of the sites under study ( Figure  2 ) indicate that these three tree-like formations are thermotypically widely spread. Nevertheless there Figura 2. -Thermotypic distribution of riparian forest described in the text.
is also a certain bioclimatic segregation, as ash tree forests and hazel-willow tree forests tend to grow at mesotemperate and thermotemperate levels, whereas birch tree forests grow preferably in mesotemperate and supratemperate thermotypes.
RIVERSIDE ASH TREE FORESTS
Most of the rivers flowing into the Cantabrian Sea cover a relatively broad altitudinal range with short watercourses. Consequently, given the high rainfall rates recorded, heavily concentrated in the winter season, river flow rates are extremely variable and river banks tend to be unstable and liable to erosion, or even mostly cut out of the rock in many fluvial stretches. These conditions are not very suitable for the development of the root system of alder trees and prevail along the high and middle water courses, although they can be present locally in the lower courses. Under these adverse circumstances for alder trees, riverside galleries tend to be formed by a wide spectrum of tree-like species, such as ash trees (Fraxinus escelsior), sycamore maples (Acer pseudoplatanus), wych elm trees (Ulmus glabra) and oak trees (Quercus robur, Quercus petraea, Quercus x rosacea), with occasional occurrences of beech (Fagus sylvatica), sweet chestnut (Castanea sativa), wild cherry (Prunus avium) or yew (Taxus baccata). Since the ash tree (Fraxinus excelsior) is the most frequently dominant species in these riverside forests, we have given them the name of "riverside ash tree forests". It is however true that these forests can exhibit a somewhat variable physiognomy and an average size which ranges from 12 to 24 m (Tables 2, 3 and 4) .
In the scrub stratum (1.5-4 m) of these forests, hazel trees (Corylus avellana), grey willows (Salix atrocinerea), glossy buckthorns (Frangula alnus) and Plymouth pear (Pyrus cordata) tend to occur frequently. In the undergrowth there is an abundance of the nemoral grasses frequently found in riverside alder tree forests (Athyrium AMIGO & al. (1987) and MAYOR & FERNÁNDEZ (2007) .
From a physiognomical and ecological point of view, these ash tree forests are related to the riparian forests described for the nearby Orocantabrian territories included in the Festuco giganteae-Fraxinetum excelsioris association, the only one of this particular profile so far described (DÍAZ GONZÁLEZ & FERNÁNDEZ PRIETO 1994 , RODRÍGUEZ GUITIÁN & al. 2001 . However, the presence of mesothermophilous taxa, such as Quercus robur, Carex pendula, Ruscus aculeatus, Rubia peregrina or Arbutus unedo in the Cantabrian-Atlantic ash tree forests we have studied, allows a clear-cut distinction as compared to the previous (Tables 2, 3 , 4 and 7). Given their peculiar floristic profile and the clearly disjointed distribution of these forests as compared to the Orocantabrian riverside ash tree forests, we propose that they should be included in the new Valeriano pyrenaicae-Fraxinetum excelsioris associatio nova hoc loco association, whose holotypus can be seen in relevé 9 of Table 2 .
The floristic data recorded for this community and their correlation with a number of ecological factors suggest the presence of syntaxonomical units within it, with a rank lower than that of an association. On the one hand, the presence/absence of some thermophilous species allows us to distinguish two subassociations within these ash 
LAZAROA 31: 9-37. 2010 N. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 Table 4 ). On the other hand, when the general hyperoceanic character of the climate in the area under study is accompanied in specific places by a deep encasement of the watercourses, with abundant rapids and waterfalls inducing high atmospheric humidity in the environment, these forests tend to show exuberant populations of hygrosciophilous pteridophytes, such as Woodwardia radicans, Culcita macrocarpa, Hymenophyllum tunbrigense or Stegnogramma pozoi (Table 3) . These situations, relatively frequent in the thermotemperate and lower mesotemperate distributional levels of these ash tree forests, represent what we have called the hyperhygrophilous variant of the typical subassociation already mentioned.
Cardamine impatiens
Finally, these forests also include a facies with Alnus glutinosa, which marks a transitional phase from this kind of forests towards the Valeriano pyrenaicae-Alnetum glutinosae alder tree forests, a community which usually makes contact with the riverside ash tree forests. Despite the existence of the black alder in these facies of the ash woodlands, they differ from the latter by the presence of many plants that are absent or are very rare in them, such as 
12 26 Crataegus monogyna
Woodwardia radicans · 1 1 2 2 2 2 3 4 5 5 + 2 1 2 2 3 2 1 2 1 1 (Table 7, RIVAS-MARTÍNEZ & al., 2002) .
RIVERSIDE HAZEL-WILLOW TREE FORESTS
Up river near the headwaters, the river flow rates vary to such an extent throughout the year that most of the characteristic tree-like species of the ash tree forests no longer find suitable growing conditions on the riverbanks. These circumstances produce microforests of usually 6-10 m high, mainly dominated by hazel trees (Corylus avellana) and black willow trees (Salix atrocinerea, Figure 2 ). As a result of their particular hydrological location, these hazel-willow tree forests tend to spread through the mesotemperate belt. However, they can also be found in thermotemperate areas where there are small streams.
As part of the canopy of these plant formations, some scattered trees may also be found which are less demanding of the soil moisture frequent in ash tree forests. This is the case, for example, of oak trees (Quercus robur), sweet chestnut (Castanea sativa), holly (Ilex aquifolium), beech (Fagus sylvatica) and downy birch (Betula pubescens). However, the flora of the groundlevel of these forests is considerably poorer compared to that of these formations. The impact is particularly notable on the species belonging to the Fagetalia sylvaticae order and the Salici-Populetea class (Table 5) . By contrast, the occurrence and abundance of species such as Agrostis capillaris, Avenella flexuosa, Dryopteris aemula, Vaccinium myrtillus, Erica arborea, Lastrea limbosperma or Sorbus aucuparia are noticeably higher in these microforests. These acidophilous species are frequently recorded in the climatophilous oak woods with which they usually make lateral contact, but they rarely occur or are absent in the riverside ash tree forests.
From a phytosociological point of view, the floristic differences between the hazel-willow tree forests and the riverside ash tree forests, together with their very different ecological profile, lead us to propose the inclusion of the former in a new plant association, namely the Hyperico androsaemi-Coryletum avellanae associatio nova hoc loco, whose holotypus we have stated in relevé 10 of Table 5 .
In addition to the typical subassociation, whose distribution is mainly upper mesotemperate and supratemperate, there is another thermophilous subassociation (ruscetosum aculeati subass. nova hoc loco, holotypus relevé 17, 
LAZAROA 31: 9-37. 2010 N. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 As occurs in the case of riverside ash tree forests, the presence of taxa such as Hypericum androsaemum, Senecio nemorensis, Festuca gigantea or Woodwardia radicans in these riverside hazel-willow tree forests supports their inclusion in the Hyperico androsaemi-Alnenion glutinosae suballiance (Alnion glutinosae alliance, Populetalia albae order, Salici-Populetea nigrae class).
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RIVERSIDE BIRCH TREE FORESTS
In the highest sites of the northern Galician ranges and in the Sierra de la Bobia in Asturias, usually at altitudes of 400 or 500 m to 900 m, in connection with the upper mesotemperate and lower supratemperate thermotypes, the vegetation associated with the banks of streams becomes dominated by downy birches (Betula pubescens), sometimes accompanied by black willow trees (Salix atrocinerea), oak trees (Quercus robur), glossy buckthorns (Frangula alnus), hazel (Corylus avellana) holly (Ilex aquifolium) and mountain ash (Sorbus aucuparia). (HONRADO & al., 2003) . As compared to these two communities, the riverside birch tree forests present the differentially exclusive presence of taxa such as Ajuga reptans, Angelica major, Avenella flexuosa, Dryopteris aemula or Senecio nemorensis (Tables 6 and 7 ). In addition, not only do these birch tree forests lack the species differentiating the Xuresian from the Orocantabrian birch tree forests, but also others which are characteristic taxa of these latter (Chaerophyllum hirsutum, Daphne laureola, Poa nemoralis, Polygonatum verticillatum and Valeriana montana). Consequently, it seems clear that this kind of riverside birch tree forests is a new phytosociological association for which we propose the name Violo palustris-Betuletum pubescentis associatio nova hoc loco (holotypus rel. 3 Table 6 ).
The presence of species such as Athyrium filixfemina, Brachypodium sylvaticum, Frangula alnus, Osmunda regalis and Ranunculus ficaria in the riverside birch tree forests of this new association supports their inclusion in the Populetalia albae order, Salici-Populetea nigrae class (cf. RIVAS-MARTÍNEZ & al., 2002) . However, contrary to the proposal made by HONRADO & al. (2003) for the Xuresian riverside birch tree forests, which they include in the Osmundo-Alnion alliance due to their lack of the characteristic species of the Alnion incanae alliance, the birch tree forests should be included in that alliance due to the presence of species such as Carex remota or Festuca gigantea, and, within this alliance, in the Hyperico androsamei-Alnenion suballiance, as they include species characteristic of that syntaxonomical unit, such as Hypericum androsaemum or Senecio nemorensis (RIVAS-MARTÍNEZ & al. 2002) . Table 6 Violo palustris-Betuletum pubescentis ass. Blechnum spicant 3 2 1 1 2 1 2 3 3 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 1 · 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 2 1 2 + 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 · 2
Holcus mollis 1 1 2 + + 1 2 3 1 1 1 1 · · 1 2 2 2 1 1 3 1 2 1 2 3 1 2 2 1 · 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 + 1
Athyrium filix-femina 1 1 1 · 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 2 + 2 + 1 1 2 3 3 + 2 1 1 1 · 1 2 4 3 · 1 1 · + 2 1 2 3 2 Deschampsia cespitosa · 3 3 · 3 2 3 r 2 2 2 · 2 3 + 3 3 3 1 + 1 1 2 2 + 1 2 2 1 + 1 1 1 · 1 · 3 3 1 1
Quercus robur + 1 1 + + · 1 2 2 1 1 · 1 1 1 + 1 1 1 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 + 2 2 · 1 · · 3 1 1 
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Euphorbia amygdaloides
· · + · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · + + · · · · · · · · 1 1 · · · · · · · · · · Primula acaulis + · 2 · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · 1 1 · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · · · Polytrichum commune · · 1 · · · 2 · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · · · · · + 1 · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · Daboecia cantabrica · + · · · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · + · · · + · · · + · · · · · · · · · Sambucus nigra 1 · · · · 1 · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · · · Scrophularia auriculata · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · + + · · · · · · + · + · Saxifraga lepismigena · 1 · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · + + + · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · Ranunculus tuberosus + · · · · · · · · · + · + · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · Fraxinus excelsior · · · · · · · · · · 1 1 · · · r · · · · · · · 1 · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · · · · Heracleum sphondylium · · 1 · · · · · · · + 1 · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · Pulmonaria longifolia · · + · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · + · r · · · · · Anthoxanthum amarum 2 · + · · · · · · · + · · · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · Sorbus aucuparia · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · 1 · · · · · + · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · Asphodelus sp. · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · + · · · · r Avenula sulcata · · + + · · · · · · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · Crataegus monogyna · · · · · 1 · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · 1 · · Acer pseudoplatanus · · · · · · · · · · · 2 · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · · · Galium palustre · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 1 · + · · · · · · 1 · Rumex obtusifolius · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · · 1 · · · · + · · · Umbilicus rupestris · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 1 · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · · Anemone nemorosa · · · + · · · · · · + · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·Sphagnum sp. · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · 2 · · · · Ulex europaeus · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · + · · · Ulex gallii · · + · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · + · · · · · · · ·
INTEREST OF THE FORESTS UNDER STUDY FOR A PRESERVATION POLICY
A correct assessment of the interest of a given kind of habitat for a preservation policy is a complex issue which requires profound knowledge not only of the different biotic factors involved but also of their geographical distribution (LOIDI, 2008) . When there is little of this information available, researchers often resort to assessments based on the vulnerability level or endemicity rate of animals and plants living in that ecological environment. Although this kind of assessment is very common, the results obtained from a consideration of the plant elements tend to underestimate the interest of a given ecological environment for a preservation policy, as certain plants, especially geophytes, may have phenological cycles which make it very difficult to clearly identify the plants outside the flowering or fruiting periods.
Conscious of this difficulty, we offer a tentative assessment of the conservation interest of these riverside forests as part of a preservation policy of natural heritage. For this purpose we not only take into account floristic criteria (lists of species under legal protection) but also the typology of habitats (according to Appendix I of the Directive 92/43/EEC). We also assume that the forest samples in our relevés faithfully represent their floristic composition throughout their recognised distribution area.
FLORISTIC CRITERIA
In this section we have used the occurrence rate, in each of the described forest associations, of plant species currently under legal protection, both at the EU level (Appendix of the Directive 92/43/EEC) and at the level of the Spanish autonomous regions, i.e., Galicia and Principado de Asturias, two regions which have their own catalogues of endangered species: CGEA (ANONY- MOUS, 2007) and CREAPA (ANONYMOUS, 1997) (TABLE 8) . The results reveal that the riverside forests under study include up to 8 vascular plant species under protection and 1 moss genus, with a notable proportion of pteridophytes (4 species).
Although it was not recorded in our relevés, Hymenophyllum wilsonii, whose only population known so far in the Iberian Peninsula grows precisely in a riverside forest similar to the hazel-willow tree forests described here, must be added to this list (SOÑORA & al., 1992 , QUINTANILLA & al., 2002 . The low occurrence rate of some species, such as Culcita macrocarpa or Taxus baccata, in the communities under study is due to their very meagre natural populations in the territory in question. However, in other cases, such as that of Narcissus asturiensis, the low occurrence rate must be put down to the difficulty of detection when field sampling: conspicuously prevernal, this species can easily be overlooked during its vegetative period. With regard to the briophytes of the Sphagnum genus, as occurs with the rest of the non-vascular flora, they are frequently dismissed in the research depicting the phytocoenoses dominated by superior plants, which prevents them from being correctly assessed as far as preservation policy is concerned.
The data recorded suggest that the three kinds of riverside forests described are typical of ecological environments suitable for the development of plant species populations under protection. In this respect, the hazel-willow tree forests include the largest number of protected plants, specifically three species from Appendix II, two from Appendix V of Directive 92/43/EEC, two ranked as vulnerable (VU) in the CGEA, and one ranked as being of special interest (SI) and included in the CREAPA (Table 8) .
TYPOLOGY ACCORDING TO ANNEX I OF THE DIRECTIVE 92/43/EEC In addition to the criteria based on the presence of endangered species under legal protection, since the passing and publication in 1992 of Directive 92/43/EEC, the list of habitats shown in Annex I is being used as a criterion for determining the interest of types of vegetation characteristic of specific ecological environments for a preservation policy.
According to the guidelines of the EUR-27 version of the "Interpretation Manual of European Union Habitats" (EC 2007) , all the forests descri-bed here should be included in the priority habitat "91E0* Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior riverside forests (Alno-Padion, Alnion incanae, Salicion albae)" not only because they are riverside forests growing in the temperate zone dominated by alder tree or ash tree (as happens with the riverside ash tree forests), but also because their floristic composition includes many species considered characteristic of this kind of habitat (Alnus glutinosa, Angelica sylvestris, Betula pubescens, Cardamine pratensis, Carex pendula, Carex remota, C. sylvatica, Fraxinus excelsior, Lysimachia nemorum, Salix fragilis, Ulmus glabra, Urtica dioica), a criterion which supports their inclusion in the case of the hazel-willow tree forests and the birch tree forests. In addition, as we have already explained, the ash tree, hazel-willow and birch tree forests are ascribed, from a syntaxonomical point of view, to the Alnion incanae alliance, the reference unit alluded to in the declaration of the above-mentioned type of habitat.
CONCLUSIONS
Our paper has documented the existence of different types of riverside forests in which alder trees are absent or have a very small presence within the westernmost Cantabrian territories. In the headwaters of the rivers and in the steep-banked stretches of the middle and low altitude river watercourses, these riverside forests (ash , hazel-willow and birch forests) take the place of the alder tree forests of the Valeriano-pyrenaicae-Alnetum glutinosae association for hydrological and bioclimatic reasons. The plant communities occur in ecological environments considered as habitats in great need of protection within the EU, and are particularly suitable for the survival of a large number of plant species under protection. Consequently, accurate knowledge of the distribution of these forests is very useful for an efficient mapping and management of areas of interest for a preservation policy to protect the natural heritage of the territory we have studied. 
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